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Introduction   The Babylonian king Hammurabi’s notorious code of laws has, for the most part, been long‐since abandoned by everyone.   Rules concerning the amount to be paid for a wife, or ways to punish her for being looked at by another man don’t seem to have much relevance in our culture today.  Why is it, then, that the famous injunction of “an eye for an eye” persists into the 21st century?  It is my contention, implicit in the following pages, that our continued practice of retributive execution of criminals has everything to do with ritual sacrifice.   The “eyes” in the transaction become social: the eye that watches for our security, and the eye that witnesses our mis‐deeds.  The ancient practice of sacrifice meets an ancient need in secular contemporary culture.   Indeed, the very formation of the idea of a “state” may have grown out of the need for some non‐religious body to carry out the eye‐for‐an‐eye transaction: a ritual killing outside of the temple or sanctuary.     “Civic Poetics” reflects my two areas of focus here at Georgia State University: Religious Studies and Creative Writing.   This is, in essence, a work of academic imagination.   I came across a Greek fragment from the ancient Roman geographer Strabo, and began thinking about it.  As thought blossomed into obsession, I began to form narratives based around its remarkable imagery.  These narratives have had a deep meaning for me.   I have attempted to mold them into a cycle of poems imagining the actual experience of living with the precarious civic ambivalence that must have underlay this bizarre ritual.   For me, the vertigo of that ambivalence resonated with my own experiences on the dizzying edge of my polis.  I spent several years in the grips of addiction and homelessness, years that ended with a four‐month stay in an over‐crowded county jail, followed by several months of civic tenderness in a county drug court.   The composing of these poems, the compiling of this thesis, and the completion of a degree that I began working toward in 1986 have been, for me, the seal of my own hopefully successful re‐integration to that polis.   I would like to make it clear that I don’t know or pretend to know what took place on the island of Leucas in ancient times.   I’m attempting to share the blessing it has been for me to wonder at and imagine what might have happened.    The essays interspersed among the poems were originally written as “reading responses” to Dr. Louis Ruprecht in a “low‐stakes” online writing forum connected with three classes I took from him.  The classes were “Biblical Literature,” “Religion and Sexuality,” and “Religion, Spirituality, and Sport.”   These pieces were originally written to Lou in the second person.  The consistent theme throughout was that of a new acolyte to academia asking questions as he endeavored to begin the large task of trying to understand.       In editing some of these pieces for inclusion here, I faced a choice: expand the intimate second‐person dialogical element, so that I’m essentially allowing the 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Carson: and on a soft bed delicate you would let loose your longing and neither any[       ]nor any  holy place nor was there from which we were absent no grove[      ]no dance                          ]no sound                          [   Where to begin?  These two passages appeared to me to describe very different scenes from which the writer herself seems to draw two opposing sets of conclusions.      First, the obvious differences in the descriptions of the lovemaking‐  The soft bed in Carson is “delicate”, a description entirely missing in Groden.  The beloved’s “longing” in Carson is “let loose,” whereas in Groden “you would fulfill your desire.”  Said desire, in Groden, has an object (“the lovely”), which is completely absent in Carson.     Then, the denoument, or the results‐ Groden gives us four phrases and a single word, afloat in a wash of ellipses.   She (Groden) doesn’t really even hint at any clause with a subject and predicate.   Carson, (ironically the one renowned for leaving holes in her translations) gives us six phrases, three of which could be seen to constitute a complete sentence.  “Nor any holy place…  … was there from which we were absent.”    Here are the jarring conclusions to which these differences seem to point, which first made me want to read them side‐by‐side again, and then made me want to get into them.   On the one hand, it seems that desire, to be fulfilled must have an object toward which it’s directed (“the lovely”).    On the other hand, longing which is “let loose,” without an object, receives no echo of fulfillment.  This desire, though, is “delicate” in a way which fulfilled desire is not.   By extension, I wondered: if one posits an economy of eros, a scale with winners and losers, is desire for things a better deal, a more profitable enterprise?  Clearly‐ one has something to show for this desire: fulfillment.  Is it also crass, lacking a nuance and sublimity, which is to be found in the “delicate” realm of Longing Let Loose?  Note that there’s no “dance” with Desire Fullfilled. 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 What comes of the two?  The realm of Desire Fullfilled is characterized by disconnection and ellipses.  One, after fulfillment, is left with “no‐one.”  The most complete image I can find is “a holy… that we were absent from.”  Poetically, this sounds like the land of separation and disconnection, a land bereft of meaning or companionship.  Paradoxically, Desire Fullfilled has led to the place of longing.   Longing Let Loose, on the other hand…  The very phrase summons a whoosh of yearning, an expansion of field (rather than contracting in upon an object “the lovely”).  Desire, by definition, is for what we have not.  That is, frankly, a lot, even for the wealthiest among us.  I picture the co‐mingled longing of two women on Lesbos let loose to diffuse itself outward until there is nothing left untouched by it.  Anywhere. Hence, no holy place, grove, dance, or sound, from which these lovers are absent.   The fragment, in both translations, brings a shiver of eternity.     Desire Fulfilled involves the attainment of desire’s object.  However, desire is for what one has not.   No sooner does one ponder Desire Fulfilled, than one is looking down a long hallway of repetition: desire.  Fulfillment.  Desire.  Fulfillment.  Infinity.   
Longing Let Loose expands to the far reaches of the known and beyond.    A desire unchecked by fulfillment (by object) goes to the very brink of existence.  Neighbors with Pluto, whether distant rock or underworld god, Longing Let Loose keeps company with Thanatos beyond the edge of the known.  Infinity.      Certainly, I was projecting into my readings of these translations my own slant on these issues.  Surely the preceding is full of my own take on these things.  I hope it’s not merely my own slant, my own take.  It seems to me that the story imbedded in the differences of translation wants to be given a chance to speak for itself just as does the fragment from which they came.  Or, the poem from which it came.  Or the poet from which all of it came.  I hope it’s not glib, flippant or disrespectful for me to take for myself so much meaning from such incidentals of later happenstance.  I remind myself that the most outlandish act of translating, interpreting and mediating this story was that perpetrated by Sappho: the heroic act of respectfully rendering Experience, or perhaps raw longing and emotion, into language in the first place.   At some point, up there in the sun‐dappled 5th floor of the library, I awoke from a nap, looked at the notes I had this far, and turned back to Carson’s translation.  “…nor any holy place was there from which we were absent.”  How marvelous, I thought.  Continuity.   And from out of the will to die.  So I turned back to the start, and was startled.  It didn’t say “I wanted to die.”  It says, “I simply want to be dead.”  In the present tense.  In this way, I think appropriately, I am brought 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Come Out To Show Them‐ Ten Commandments in Two Takes   We’ve spoken this term of doubling, or the repetition of narrative elements in the books of the Bible.   I want to say that persistent, repeated invoking of phrases and stories within the larger narrative serves to sew the whole together, to draw in , perhaps enmesh, the reader: it seems to me that the tactic of repetition mirrors the very heart of the questions which the reader brings to scripture, to religion, and to God.    You asked on the first day of class, why this set of answers to the dilemma of human suffering?  Why invoke any justice at all, why not “shit happens,” which is just as reasonable an explanation. Who needs a Theodicy?  Perhaps, though, the heart’s question of life is not so much “Why did this happen”, as “Why does this keep happening?” It is persistence, repetition that gives the impact and resonance to what we get together in class and discuss as “the problem of suffering.”  When we ponder the repeated ascension of the second son, in a world that venerates the first, the implications for justice with regards to Esau, to Ishmael; when we contemplate Hagar adrift in the desert with only the name of God for consolation and Lilith wherever she ends up: or consider the dispossessing of the indigenous by the “chosen”, it’s the repeating of these Motifs which causes us to feel haunted by this narrative.   Just as the phrase “wine dark sea” will attach to the everyday life when studying the Odyssey, I have woken in the night from dreams of someone answering “here I am”, to an imperative call to action which will set some woman adrift, leave some son in obscurity, and probably cause immense suffering for some nebulous group of ancillary characters.  Who I’m dreaming of, I couldn’t tell you, but the tone, the feeling, is one of terrible urgency, an inexorable unfolding of horrible events.  These stories strike a chord in us.  It’s repetition that brings resonance.  This we call reverberation.    In comparing, side by side, the presentation of the Decalogue from Exodus and that from Deuteronomy, I was reminded of American composer Steve Reich, a big fish in the small pond of the “minimalism” genre.   I am thinking here of his 1966 piece, “Come Out.”     This piece is based around a recording of nineteen‐year‐old Daniel Hamm, one of the “Harlem Six.”  Accused of committing murder during the Harlem riots, Hamm and four others were innocent of the charge, which didn’t prevent his being beaten by police.   In “Come Out”, he is recounting how he had to open up one of his bruises for officers, in order to convince them that he was hurt and in need of treatment.  He says, “I had to, like, open the bruise up and let some of the bruise blood come out to show them.”  This statement repeats three times, after which Reich presents us with two tapes simultaneously (one in each channel) repeating the phrase “come out to show them.”  The two recordings begin simultaneously, in unison.  As the piece evolves, however, they begin to phase out of synch with one another, forming a reverb effect, and eventually almost a row‐row‐row‐your‐boat kind of canon.  Reich lets the chasm widen, then doubles it, giving us four and 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does such an entity address God?  How does suffering address itself to us?   Daniel Hamm describes squeezing his own injury, making it bleed in order to gain recognition of, acknowledgment of his suffering from the same (police) force that inflicted it.      Why is Moses not allowed into Israel?  Deuteronomy says it’s because he took credit for miraculous water.  In Numbers, he’s taking the heat for the misdeeds of the people (which I’m sure is viewed by some as foreshadowing –doubling‐ of Jesus).  So he’s exiled for his bad deeds. Or for his good deeds.  Or (in light of theodicies we’ve discussed) because the devil did it, because it was written, because of his ancestor’s misdeeds, because things were already falling apart.  Because because because because.  This is the chug‐chugging of the narrative locomotive of theodicy.   The voice of suffering hasn’t a chance against the gale force sound wave of doubling, evolving Theodicy.  In agony, an individual reaches out her hand for contact.   When we do this, the answer the heart craves is “I am the Lord, your God.”  What it gets is reverb.  How many denominations are there now, formed around the following of the ethical path which starts out, “I am the Lord, your God?”     What’s satisfying about “Come out”, is that is gives a loop‐amplified, doubling and redoubling‐enhanced evolution to a small suffering voice, the very thing eclipsed by the juggernaut of multiply‐doubled ideology, whether religious or secular.  What’s frustrating about it is the ending.  After thirteen minutes, the piece does a fade‐out, having accomplished what it came (out) to show us.  Fair enough.  But still.  Is this a “sad stories do not have happy endings” scenario?  Witness to suffering is an accomplishment in itself.  But still.  These things are frustrating.     When Come Out fades away, or when one finally shrugs and admits there’s not going to be a resolution to a given problem within the bible, this capitulation is a blow to idealism, to hope, to belief.  It’s a blow to evolution, which depends on us.  Just as the entire biblical narrative hinged upon Moses being convinced to come back to Egypt, to take up again the cause of his people, the course of history itself demands that not too many of us fold under discouragement; life itself within and without the individual will not accept our saying “Aw, screw it.”   The narrative trajectory of my own experience lends its voice to echo the hackneyed truism that “the only way out is through.”   Now again, years after deciding it was just an adolescent phase, I come back to Nietsche’s potential great spirit shouldering (again) it’s load: becoming the camel plodding into the desert, towards it’s date with lionhood, and perhaps with childish wonder.   All of these processes strike me as inexorable, possibly inevitable.  The doubling of narrative, the miming of meaning, the eventual dispersal of truth through mutating ideological multi‐representations, the muck that becomes Baudrillard’s postmodern playground.  They are history, evolution.  This is why I’m 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day, to be dropped off from a boat in a foreign harbor, to be heartily bid adieu by a cheerful fisherman and his son… as he took his first steps into this new life in a new land, resurrected, what would be, then, his infirmity, his Achilles heel, his secret softness, the weak‐spot which he carried hidden and protected, both reviled and revered?  My guess is it would be his nationality.      Have you read about the fugitive just arrested in Portugal?   Caught after forty years on the lam, living abroad.   How must his nationality have felt, as he lived out a dream no‐doubt utterly romantic to those he left behind in the New Jersey State Penitentiary?  Here was a man with a secret: his identity.  I wonder if it’s wrong to see an analog with some of Sprawson’s Romantic characters: skinny effeminate boys at Eton two hundred years ago, thinking “if only these people knew: I’m really a wild savage in their midst…”          Why did Trelawny, the most adventurous of them all, after surviving Webb’s whirlpool and Byron’s Greek war, return to England to die?   The Portugal fugitive, George Wright, was caught sometime after he’d re‐established contacts with relatives back home.  Apparently, while they were no longer in their nations, their nations were still in them.  And, well, that is pretty romantic, isn’t it?     It seems that no matter the break one might make from Nation in a Romantic charge after transgression, no matter the voluptuous delight of leaving, the thrill of nodding out in a foreign opium den (or an Atlanta squat), the place you came from is still in you.   For the Leucadian criminal it’s the hands of the place he came from which rush him towards his fate, his fall.   Think again of the Olympic diver we talked about in class.  Whether on a springboard or a high platform, he can be seen pacing back and forth a time or two before his plunge.   From the edge, the boundary, he must walk back to where he came from, so he knows exactly how many steps to the edge.   To dive well, he has to re‐trace, again, the ground he’s covered to reach the edge and to measure the steps it took.  Otherwise, his final approach, the one that matters, might be catastrophic.  He might fall, rather than diving.   If his last step is taken from too far inside, not near the edge, he might fail to soar as he’s meant to in the dive.   If his last step is too near the edge, well you know…    I wonder what poetic significance might lay in the fact that it’s only an “Inward” dive that requires no such retrospection?        In terms of our classes, the pacing back & forth prior to a plunge resonates for me with the mysterious generation of silence between crucifixion and gospel, with the ten years of silence between Weisel’s camp experience and his beginning to write about it, with Sappho helplessly trapped between two minds…  If I’m going to get this right, I’ve got to hold back and digest it before I leap.   I fancy that I can feel the difference between a poem which was published as written, and one which has been re and re and re written, sculpted until…  what?   How does a painter know 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Oracular Poetics­ The Words of the Voiceless (Reading Response to Hosea)    This “essay” requires some introduction.     Our Biblical Literature class, taking me through my first look at the Hebrew Bible, had arrived at the prophets.  We were discussing the nauseously recurring failure of Israel to live up to their covenant(s) with YHWH, their desire for a king, a human authority to mediate (and dilute) His singular rule.  The delicate balance that had been struck was roughly this: if you insist on having a human ruler, you’d better also have a human check on that ruler‐ a human voice of accountability to the divine: prophecy.   The role played by the prophets in the Kingships is not dissimilar to the role I began to believe that poetics should play in civics.  This is not the fortune telling, future‐predicting, second‐sight kind of prophecy, but a voice of common sense demanding accountability in light of the big picture.    When we came to the writings of the prophet Hosea, I was confronted with a prophetic voice whose message was based in his own sufferings.  When Hosea confronted Israel with its indiscretions, its failure to stay true to its covenant, its repeated running around with other deities and idols, he did so with the authority of one who knows.  Hosea, in his own life, had married a reformed prostitute who failed at being reformed.  His continued efforts to forgive and reform a recalcitrant lover who refused to be true, had earned him a broken heart, even as YHWH’s heart had been broken by his beloved, chosen people.       All of which is very poetic and moving picture of political poetics if you don’t happen to be a woman.   In class we addressed some of the feminist takes on these chapters‐ why is it that women must always be cast as angels or whores?   Why never just women?  Why can’t powerful forces ever seem to clearly look at, and behold the faces of those over whom they hold power?  What was the experience of those whose tales haven’t survived?  What impressions did they have, now lost to the ages?  These things were on my mind as I sat down to write…   Well, Hosea has taken us in some definite new directions.   In class on Wednesday, I went from intrigued, to alarmed as the text seemed to take some disturbing turns.  Downright scary and unpleasant turns.   I hope to share a little of the horror with you here.      When God, (in Hosea 2:16‐20) makes these promises to Israel, paints this picture of an uncloudy day in the future, of war and pain banished, all this mess behind us, the picture I see is of the drunken, remorseful father in a child’s bed too late at night, speaking to the naked innocence within the child’s heart, one that beats with his, the long‐past‐innocent drunkard’s, blood…  Steadfast love: speaking promises of security, devotion.  Above all, we’ll be together… 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Old  Friends   “How is the meat, Alexis?”   “Ah, Praximos!  So good to see you!  Sit.  Sit by my side, and you tell me how the meat is.”    “And I shall.   Seems we rarely see one another anymore.”   “Indeed it does.  It seems to me only last week we were still living together in our little district in town… playing in the roads, chasing one another around for whole afternoons.”   “Haha.  Last week it was not, old friend.  It has, in fact, been some years since my own grandchildren outgrew the kind of play you recall.”   “Oh,I know.  Perhaps I’m becoming maudlin and sentimental in my dotage, but it sometimes seems to me that I left behind the greater part of myself in that old district, playing with you in the heat of mid‐morning forever.”   “I think I should disavow any understanding of such a sentiment...”   “You probably should.  An yet you don’t, old friend.”   “It pleases my heart as always to see you here.”   “And how is it?”   “My heart?”   “The meat, you old codger, the meat you’re gnawing on!”   “Haha.  As usual, Alexis, you have your mother’s touch with the preparation of the sacrificial feast.   You know, as a child I always wondered why Apollo left the better part of any cock or goat in your pot, and not ours.  I figured he must’ve been better disposed to your family, or to you, than to me.  It took me years to figure out that your mother was the superior cook…”   “Ha ha.  Well, we had to be superior at something old friend, because the gods had seen fit to fill your house with most of the beauty to be found, leaving us all quite homely.”   “You exaggerate as always.”   “If you say so, Praximos.”   “Yes, it does seem as if this festival is the one time for old friends to see one another anymore.”   “Sigh.  Indeed.  I wish it were another, happier, occasion…” 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 “Have my ears failed me?  What did I just hear?   Are we not here upon the pinnacle, at Appollonioi, the sight of Leucas’ brightest hours?  Is this not the very scene of the most exultant moments of our young lives?   It’s perplexing, in light of the decades of joy I’ve witnessed you personally having here, to hear you call it an unhappy occasion.”   “Of course you’re correct old friend.”   “But..?”   “…I just haven’t the stomach for it like I used to, old friend.   Why must there be so much killing for us to enjoy an afternoon together?    Yes, the meat is good.  Tender with a marvelous flavor.  I just grow weary of this elaborate charade‐ we must take the beast to altar, must secure it’s “permission”, dripping the wine on its head so it “nods” its assent… we must make this great spectacle of  blood flowing out, pretending we do all this for the god.  I’m not a priest: I don’t know what Apollo does or doesn’t need from us, but I know that for sixty years I‘ve watched us perform all these rites for us.  For our own selves.  I’m tired of the show, the fakery.”   “Huh.”   “To say nothing of what we’re going to do to that poor man in a couple hours.   His crime, whatever it was this time (I’ve stopped even asking) is no more the reason for what we’re about to do than the bull’s “agreement” was necessary for me to butcher it.  These are games we play, as much as any you and I made up as children.  Only no‐one imbued our imaginary pastimes with the workings of the gods, or with the power to affect a whole island’s well‐being.”   “Alexis, old friend, do you know the first thing I thought upon waking this morning?”   “Of course not.”   “I thought, oh, by Zues do I have to?  Must we go through with all this?  Haven’t I seen enough blood and death for one life?   Of course I know how you feel.“   “So you see, then what I mean!”   “I just said I do.  And do you know what I said to my wife after having these thoughts?”   “What?”   “Nothing!  I said, “how shall I help you to get ready, my dear?”   These are things we don’t talk about, Alexis!   Not out of some personal fear, but because its no longer ours.  Think of the joy we had here as boys, the thrill of looking down the cliff, watching the man fished out of the water, waiting with baited breath to see which flag would fly.  The sheer joy I, no we felt when we were ten and we saw the first to survive since four years earlier… do you recall?” 
  41 
 



















  That’s what we get.  Everything?  Is what we get all there is?  Do we have everything? If Form (substance) is Image, and we’re already steeped in it, how come we still desire?  How can we?   When it was released, I watched this movie half dozen times in quick succession.  I was in love with Ganz’s love of the earth, of life. It looked to me like Nietzsche’s Life‐affirming antidote to post‐Platonic Forms of abstraction.  And at the basest level, that propaganda works: it IS wonderful to take in a breath of the morning, laden with cold and rain, to step off the sidewalk, to feel the ache of approaching age in one’s limbs, to savor, to be… it’s marvelous.   franklin stove  French horn  frets  frieze  frog  frustums  fungi  gables  gadroon  gall  gambrel roof  gantry  gargoyle  gas mask   In Astronomy class, the teacher introduced Newton’s law of universal attraction.   I experienced an immediate shiver of dread and recognition.   So, you’re telling me that what attracts the most, at the deepest level, is the biggest, the true‐est, the Great…  but also that this very attraction, the important one, is trumped, over‐ridden, tied down by the many and varied small attractors which pull on one through the accident of proximity; the shit between me and what matters.  That’s not cheery news.  We all know, though that that’s exactly how it works.    This seems to me to have everything to do with the Egyptian king, spoken of in the Phaedrus, who invented writing: an agon of life vs. image. My notes say, “Congratulations.  You’ve invented the Spectacle. –King”, referring to Guy DeBord’s revolutionary thesis that Capitol keeps us all under it’s sway by feeding us little cannibalistic images of ourselves, which we purchase in leiu of lived experience, of Life… In the world I inhabit, I can hear the words of Victor Jara, composed as he waited for Pinochet’s thugs to end his life in the stadium.  I can re‐produce his words and songs on my phonograph at will.   I can call up Tahrir Square on the internet, and indulge the emotion, the rush, of a televised revolution.     The king speaks of how writing isn’t remembering, only reminding.  The implication is that it’s less authentic; it’s now image, just as today’s Social Machine manufactures Image for us, which substitutes for a life unlived.  All this voyeurism makes sense.  Like Lysias’ proposal, it’s safer.  It’s safer to live by watching Life than to live it.  It’s safer to make love to a non‐lover than it is to love.   Image usurps substance.  It’s criminal, and tragic.  But then you tell us that the meaning of “substance” (Platonic forms) is “image”, and everything cracks open…   I read my girl’s text and suddenly stand athwart an abyss, staring out at…well, at eschaton in this 23 year‐old’s skull.    Of what are we getting glimpses?  What is this payoff?  Phaedrus’ pretty face does a Proust to Socrates, waking up the Daimon who says “walking away from a hot young piece of ass?  Blasphemy! Don’t you dare!!”  So, Eros functions to recall to us the Higher Things, eh? 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 All our erotic moments unite us with the recollection of the time we had wings?  A glimpse above the clouds…  I’d like to buy all this, really.     How am I to convince myself that it’s not merely Thanatos up there, out there: the expressionless face of eternity, seeing nothing yet claiming everything in it’s own namelessness?   That’s what you get.  All these thrilling shivers: the glances, the kisses, the whispers…  all this excitement at the whimsical fingertips of Eros: is not a taste of Death the salt for the bland fare of Life?   And if we feel these things, if we experience them, is that life, or the image of life?   It’s my tenuous understanding that Plato, in book ten of The Republic banishes poetry from the ideal city in an effort to avoid just such a crisis of representation… what is a city without poetry?  Is it not entirely barren?   Oh, hell… there went, again, the fleeting notion that I could say something about it. Like Peter Falk said:  this drawing sucks.  Gosh, I hope one day I might make one that doesn’t…   So:   Life.  Death.  And what we get: images (of which words are a subset).   We are discussing the alleged inferiority of writing to lived experience‐ this 
reminding which is not actual recollection, the room full of students reaching for notebooks to tell them where they left off last time…  In an authentic life, wouldn’t the heart always know exactly where it left off, for the heart is always still there?  It seems I’m being told that mythos and writing are the agents of sincerity’s demise, the end of experience.   And it sometimes, as above, looks to me just that way.   But.  To be redundant, here; these things are what we get.  I’ve never personally, authentically, stood beside that river, driven mad with the beauty of the day, intoxicated by open spaces and Pheadrus’ fetching countenance.   Have you?      I love that fuzzy, drunken inarticulate moment in the wee hours of the morning after the symposium when Aristophanes and Agathon are passing out, missing the culmination of a terribly important argument, one which our unreliable, drunken narrator has only just woken up enough to catch the end of.   This shaky image which he passed on to another, later to someone else and one more, making its way to us on a broken chain of dubious authority…  Would I have this image if Plato hadn’t inscribed it, hadn’t birthed it?   Our greatest blessings come to us through madness, provided it’s the madness of a god.  The audacious act of putting a pen on paper probably is madness, conscribing Life to the cage of Literature.  But, like, what else do we have? Recalling Diotima’s talk of pregnancy, and Dr. Ruprecht’s talk of 1+1=3, I feel compelled to state that Writing is not suspect, writers are.   Is the madness of your pen on paper coming from a god, or from a fabrication, from “you”?  What am I calling forth is the question, no?   I don’t think I’m wrong to place these questions in the province of Eros. 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shit, have marked the awakening of the civic heart in my chest.  You, by unfortunate virtue death row, of what you represent for us, of what we did to you, have afforded me a framework for re‐integration, a redemptive, regenerative, process.  I’ve been allowed back into the flow of mankind, of society.  It’s hard not to feel your death had something to do with my renewed life.   I stood at one of those rallies a couple years ago, and I listened as your sister described a visit with you.  She told us that you had made what peace you had to, that you were fine with the outcome of your case, regardless.   She told us that, in essence, we needed to worry about ourselves, to check the things we were doing.  Well, Troy, I’m worried about us.     In my first letter, as the protesters arrived, I asked your forgiveness for leaving the scene: I felt the time for protest, for screaming and rage, had passed, that it was time to merely look on in horror at what we’re capable of.   I wrote that I was sorry for what we were about to do.   For the last year or more I’ve been wandering around with a head full of readings about sacrifice‐ why people do these things, what it brings.  I read of the bizarre pharmakos ritual in ancient Athens, a sacrifice by which they hoped to cleanse their city, to buy some purity and success.   One would step into the surf to be tossed about with, to roll around with the one onto which they’d place their own faults and shortcomings, prior making the sacrifice.   If this, Troy, is what we’ve done, what we do with the execution ritual, then thank you from all of us.  Regardless, whether it makes sense to say or not, thank you for Jason’s life, for the place at which I stand today.     As I researched this thesis, I would sometimes read in a stairwell at GSU’s General Classroom Building, on an upper floor.  From this vista, one can see all the terrain I’ve spoken of in this letter: Johnny Rockets, Underground, the ghostly empty Coke Museum, the churches with their lawns full of homeless men and women.  From this height, one is basically at the level of the mysterious statue atop the Capitol.  Affected by the vertigo of ten floors of emptiness between the street and I, looking across at the sword‐wielding visage of civic liberty, I would sway in uncertainty.  I’ve done a lot of rah‐rah cheerleading about what I’ve called re‐integration.  The closer I get to the center of the body, though, Troy.  The more I wonder whether I’m capable of confronting the cancers within it.     Next week at this time I will no longer be in college.  I will have returned to the menial workforce, will have no external compulsion to think about any of this.  Will my life be better because we killed you?  I truly do not know.   At some point, while staying in my halfway house and going to lots of twelve‐step meetings, I attended a vigil at the Capitol for another man’s execution.   They read a statement from the condemned.   He said, I never thought I was the kind of 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please the gods?  What do they want?   Tantalus decided the Olympians would be impressed with a dramatic display: he would slay his own son, and serve them a stew made from the fruit of his very loins.   In retrospect, this was clearly a catastrophic mistake (Tantalus’ very poetic punishment was a consumerist  hell: standing in a pool of fresh water under a canopy of sweet fruit tress, yet eternally unable to reach either, to take a bite or a sip), but still; how crazy an idea was it, really?  One imagines that Abraham might understand…   The story has it that the Olympians sat down and were presented with the abominable spectacle of little boy soup.    The immortals were horrified, staring aghast amid what must have been the mother of all uncomfortable silences.  All of them, that is, save for Demeter.  She, distracted with grief over the loss of her own child, Persephone (who had been abducted by Hades), absent‐mindedly took a bite.  It was Pelops’ left shoulder.  The strained silence ended when an indignant Zeus, much to the dismay of the host, angrily ordered the gathered immortals to reconstitute the lad.  Soon he stood before them re‐assembled with a new ivory shoulder fashioned by a presumably contrite, if nauseated, Demeter.     He was resplendent.  How could he not have been?  Here was a boy, prince of the wealthiest of nations: the very picture of the highest, noblest of mortal forms, unspoiled by age or work.  This most desirable of mortals had now been undone and re‐worked by the hands of gods; doubly beautiful, he was.  One can imagine that he was dazzling.  Poseidon certainly thought so: he snatched the boy up and took him back to Olympus for instruction in the things of Aphrodite until Pelops had grown to maturity.      Returning to Lydia to claim his throne, Pelops looked around for a bride.   Oenomaus, the king of Olympia in Greece had a beautiful daughter, who Pelops wanted.  One of the questions we must ask here is, what does the man want who has everything?  It appears to be a familiar answer.  Beautiful women, fast horses: sports.  Pelops, king of an immensely wealthy nation, wants the beautiful daughter of the man with the fastest horses.  Oenomaus will not let his daughter, Hippodameia, go to anyone who cannot beat him in a chariot race.  He knows he has the fastest horses around.   He has the decapitated heads of her many previous suitors to prove it.     Sick of the advances of her amorous father, Hippodameia fell for Pelops and is said to have helped him to plan a subterfuge:  they bribed Oenomaus’ stable‐boy to sabotage his master’s chariot.   At the same time, Pelops approached Poseidon.  Reminding the god of the savory pleasures they had enjoyed together, he secured the loan of the god’s winged horses for a chariot race. 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When the race began, Oenomaus’s sabotaged wheels flew off.  He was torn apart by the horses in which he had taken such pride, while Pelops disappeared into the sky with his daughter, a hero.   This, roughly, is the myth of how Pelops became the patron hero of Olympia, of the games.   He is a character exalted beyond the realm of mere mortals, on the edge of god‐hood: an athletic superstar.  As such he straddles the boundary between gods and men, between the separation of life and the continuity of eternity.  I found that this border is of great import to Pindar: he’s deeply invested in the mortal/immortal distinction.      It’s tempting to consign that investment to self‐interest: he’s terribly taken with the near‐absolute separation of mortals and immortals merely because (as he stresses constantly) he, the greatest poet in the land, is in a unique position to ferry his patrons across that particular border.  Lyric poetry was the only game in town for anyone yearning to persist through the ages.  Who can deny it?  After twenty‐five hundred years, we are still talking about the Victory Odes, and victors celebrated therein.  Pindar make this point emphatically in Pythian Three, which references the myth of Asclepius.     Asclepius, as near as I can tell is both a hero and a god.   He was the product of another union between a male god and a female mortal; Apollo was his father, Coronis his mother.   Prior to becoming engaged to Ischys, a mortal, Coronis had coupled with Apollo.   In this particular case, I have not seen their relations referred to as an abduction, or a rape, though it’s not hard to imagine who the aggressor was.  The god had impregnated her, yet the wife‐to‐be committed the crime of lying with her mortal betrothed while (as Pindar says) she still “…bore the god’s pure seed within her (Nisetich, 170).”   This act was witnessed by a Raven, who went straight‐away to tell the god what he’d seen.   Apollo, apparently, did not fancy the idea of his pure seed occupying the same vessel as mere mortal seed.  I’m not sure why, that being the case, he had chosen a mortal vessel to begin with: one might think that sex with mortals would be the greater profanity.   Regardless, the impurity that Apollo took exception to was the sullying of the canal through which his child would have emerged.   So enraged was he to learn of this dark offense that he turned the raven who told him of it from white to black, as they remain to this day.   Apollo’s rage at this transgression apparently quite blinded him to the issue of the child’s well being.  Rather than letting it be born in contact with an impurity he disliked, Apollo sent his sister Artemis to kill his former lover, along with whatever was within her loins.   This Artemis did, and it was only as the deceased was being set alight on her funeral pyre that Apollo wavered and suffered a moment’s compassion for his innocent offspring. 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into the same vortex of doubt, lawless abandon, and confusion that is human erotics…      In contrast to David, Saul appears to me almost like Willy Lowman: a sympathetic figure striving to persevere with honor and/or dignity in the face of enormous odds against him.   Saul was in a fixed game, trying to play by the rules.   Saul was chosen by God to fill an office that he, God, felt should not exist: the first king of Israel.  “Listen to the voice of the people,” God told Samuel the Judge, “…for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them.” (1 Sam 8:7)  With wounded pride, and a chip on his giant shoulder, God then chose the first king of Israel: Saul.   How well‐disposed could He possibly have been towards anyone who represented this painful betrayal?    Saul was not an ambitious man, was not power‐mad.   In chapter 10, he seems to be veritably kidnapped into service in a way reminiscent of Jimmy Stewart in Hitchcock’s Man Who Knew Too Much.   Samuel, at God’s behest, suddenly anoints the unsuspecting Saul with oil, tells him that he’ll soon be embarking on a great adventure.  After Samuel walked away from Saul, God himself  “gave him another heart; and all these signs were fulfilled that day.” (1 Sam 10:9)    The fulfilling of those signs must have been quite a trial for Saul: that day he saw people come up to him and instigate conversations that he’d heard Samuel prophesy, word for word.  He himself fell down in prophetic frenzies, driven quite wild by the sudden word of Gd.  When they came to appoint him to his harrowing new position, Saul was nowhere to be found.  The poor guy, doubtlessly overwhelmed, was hiding: “…when they sought him he could not be found.  So they inquired again of the Lord, ‘Did the man come here?’ and the Lord said, ‘See, he has hidden himself among the baggage’” (1st Sam 10:22).      Saul tried.   He didn’t want the job.   But he got it.   So he summoned the requisite ambition    for the job,   and was struck down for this pride.      As it happened, the man delivering the eulogy for Melanie’s friend was speaking of “figuring out” whether or not to offer oneself up to Christ for personal lorded‐and‐saved status: individual salvation or individual perdition?   It seemed to me that she had joined a long line of predecessors who’d left us to figure out much more than that: why them, but not others?   Why was her short, harmless life punished while others (me, for instance) did rotten things and were rewarded with 
  75 
 
longevity and happiness?  What does this god want?  What does He approve of?   How can one live a human life in a way that meets Life’s standards?  How can we please the Universe?    Over the Next twenty chapters of 1st Samuel, we are treated to a cathartic spectacle as Saul continues trying to perform the duties of his office while being consistently stymied and found lacking in the eyes of a god who is actively thwarting him.     What I’m trying to address is the role of poetics, the elusive imbuing of language with magic, in Saul’s failings, in David’s successes, and by extension in our own lives, both civic and individual.    As near as I can tell, Saul’s two most grievous transgressions both involve ritual sacrifice.   He did not neglect to perform them, but performed them at the wrong time or in the wrong way.   First, Saul, after having waited a little longer than he’d been instructed to for Samuel’s return, had made an “executive” decision (which doesn’t seem too far‐fetched for the king to do…) and gone ahead with performing the burnt offering.  Upon Samuel’s return we learn that (for some unknown reason) this was breaking God’s commandment, and now his kingdom was no‐longer assured.  My bible’s notes, in describing the first transgression, say, “The nature of Saul’s sin is not clear.  Perhaps he tried to usurp Samuel’s role of religious leadership”(note 1 SAM 13‐14).  So Saul was the first to transgress the separation of church and state‐ before anyone knew there even was such a separation…   Saul’s first sin is a case of ritual sacrifice at the wrong time, one in which he may have trespassed an established ritual authority (Samuel).   He killed when he shouldn’t have.  In the other instance, Saul doesn’t kill when he is supposed to, thus trespassing God himself, while trying, uncertainly, to demarcate what exactly was the authority of a king: what are the boundaries of proper kingship?   In this second case, God had commanded Saul to “attack Amalak, and utterly destroy all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey”(1 Sam 15:3).  Saul however, had taken the king captive, and let his men have some of the best of the livestock from the conquered nation, ostensibly to be saved for future ritual sacrifices to God.  The exchange between Saul and Samuel here is fascinating‐      ‘Why then did you not obey the voice of the Lord?  Why did you swoop down on the spoils, and do what was evil in the sight of the Lord?’  Saul said to Samuel, ‘I have obeyed the voice of the Lord, I have gone on the mission on which the Lord sent me, I have brought Agag the king of Amalek and I have utterly destroyed the Amalekites.  But from the spoil the people took sheep and cattle, the best of the things 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devoted to destruction, to sacrifice to the lord your God in Gilgal.’(15:19‐21)   I must comment briefly upon Saul’s reflexive blaming of his soldiers.  He’s about to take full responsibility for his failures.  First, though, like Adam in the garden, pointing the finger of blame at Eve (who is pointing at the snake), and like most any of us as children confronted with a theft from the cookie jar, he cant help but scramble for a scapegoat: the people… they took the sheep!  This is part of what’s so confounding in the saga of the first two kingships. Saul isn’t perfect.  But the mistakes he makes, the culpability which is his, are all well within the bounds of what I can understand, can even empathize with.  This is why it’s so vexing to see God kick him out on his ass in favor of David, whom God seems to love so desperately as to encourage and enable even the worst of his human impulses.   Then, and this is remarkable to me, Samuel, the prophetic voice of authority, the voice which speaks to a king of a god’s judgment, an earthly human voice entirely freighted with the weight of divinity, speaks.  And speaks in verse.   And Samuel said,   “Has the Lord as great delight in     burnt offerings and sacrifices,        as in obedience to the voice of the     Lord?   Surely, to obey is better than sacrifice,         and to heed than the fat of rams.   For rebellion is no less a sin than     divination,         and stubbornness is like iniquity     and idolatry.   Because you have rejected the word of     the Lord,        he has also rejected you from being king.”    (15:22‐23)      What is happening here?  Why is poetry the hallmark of a terrible judgment?  Why does poetry serve as trappings of divine imprimatur, and for how long has this been the case?  I don’t know the answers to these questions.  I’m attempting to illustrate my own experience of asking them.  I get the impression that through translations out of Hebrew, through Greek and Latin, then into my bible these verses have survived in most cases because they were the fragments left intact from earlier tellings.  Perhaps my 1st Samuel contains bits of prose composed over the centuries by editing monks in Jerusalem, Rome, Alexandria… I don’t know enough scholarship to speculate.  When, however, my eyes fall on a spoken judgment, set aside from the text in verse, my imagination is haunted by an image of some wizened bard, perhaps with a zither or lyre in hand, singing to a semi‐circular gathering of men around 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some ancient Levantine campfire.  His song is a story from their shared ancestral narrative, a story they already know, much as we know the words of a song we’ve heard our whole lives…   We are cautioned, in Religious Studies courses these days, against the over‐valuing of origins.  We are rightly warned that one can, through fetishistic reverence for the age or primacy of a text, be dissuaded from asking crucial questions about the context, relevance or truth of that text.   I’ve come to believe that the greatest usefulness in this training to bracket the reverence for origin is the heightened awareness it brings to the volatility of origins, and of the wielding of this volatile substance to form narratives of power.   In many cases, there is an inherent relevance to those elements of a culture believed to be the oldest: the relevance of power and influence that old ideas gather as they age, and the ways this influence is used.  We need, in other words, not to fetishize origins so that we might see the widespread (use and) abuse of the concept of origin.   Our president, in his inaugural address, exhorted us to stay true to “our founding documents.”    It is the job of the highest court in our land, the final authority in our culture, to interpret individual and collective problems today through the lens of our “founding documents.”    If the earliest books of the bible contain fragments of verse, and if these fragments are among the oldest of the passages therein, and when these specific passages address issues of proper governance specifically, then I don’t believe I’m wrong to get a creepy sense of déjà‐vu about the use of poetics to justify and perhaps prop up civics, particularly errant civics…   In both of Saul’s sins, I’m struck by the compelling fact that Saul was attempting to play a new role.   He was entrusted with the execution of a brand new office: he was the first king.   Apparently there was no such thing as a “learning curve” in this story.  It appears to me, in fact, that Saul was acting very much in the way we today would hope to have our leaders act.   In his own words, “I have sinned; for I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord…  because I feared the people 
and obeyed their voice”(15:24).  Isn’t this what we want our democratically elected leaders to do?  Yet in Saul’s situation, it was an egregious sin.     This confession of sinful good governance came as Saul begged forgiveness, in the very next paragraph after he was upbraided in the ancient lines of Samuel’s verse.   What he receives is not forgiveness, but a terrible, cold‐hearted pronouncement.      “The Lord has torn the kingdom of Israel from you this very day, and has given it to a neighbor of yours, who is better than you.” (15:28)     Does not everyone fear in their heart that they will one day hear these words from their God or their government: I hereby forsake you; you are just not good enough. 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